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Saved By The Whales 

In April of 2009 I was invited to talk at the Rey Center for Environmental Education in 
Waterville Valley, NH. The Rey Center is based at the summer home of H. A. Rey who is the 
creator of Curious George. The title of the talk was, “Whales: a World of Sound,” and it was 
about the environment that whales live in, their world of communication, and how their world is 
primarily a sonic world. Our human world tends to be dominated by vision, but theirs by sound, 
and that makes a difference, because sound in water behaves differently than light in air, so the 
whales' view of their world is likely profoundly different from ours.  

I woke up on the morning of the talk writing pages and pages of material that I wanted to 
include. As we drove north my brain started seizing up because I had so much that I wanted to 
include in the presentation, and it finally hit me that nothing short of the entire universe could 
capture what I wanted to convey. I wanted to download the entire universe in its actuality into 
my talk!  Of course I knew that I couldn’t possibly do that, but it did give me my opening into 
the talk.  I told the audience that I hoped to give them a thread that, if followed, would lead into 
the entire universe.  

The sonic world of the whales is fascinating in its own right. I could have spent an hour talking 
about whale communication, and left it at that, and no one would have noticed anything missing. 
But nothing can be separated from the entirety of what is. Nothing exists except that the whole of 
everything exists. Whales are fascinating animals, and their ocean world of sonic communication 
is strange to us, so it is easy to become absorbed in the fascination of the world of whales and 
miss this larger point, so I tried, in this and all subsequent presentations, to keep my central 
message in view: though it has many members, and every member is unique and valuable, and 
every member is largely unknowable to the other members; the body of the universe is one body; 
nothing exists that can be extracted from its relationship with and dependence upon the whole. 
This is the meaning of an ecological spirituality: our essential nature lies in the intricate 
interrelationships of members of a single body that is the living universe. 

I do not mean to diminish the uniqueness or distinctness of anything. Whales are not humans. 
Oceans are not mountains. Earth and Saturn are wildly different worlds. That difference is what 
makes other worlds and other creatures so fascinating and surprising. But difference is not the 
same thing as separation. We tend to see things as separate objects. We don't easily see their 
interconnections. 

For many people, meeting a whale is a profound, life-altering experience. It is an experience that 
they often can’t speak about, or if they try to speak about it, they lose hold of the experience. It is 
an experience of wholeness, that life is one movement, a single creative act, and I am that.  The 
“I am” that is here isn’t separate from the “I am” that is the whale, and I encounter that in 
meeting a whale. I realize that I am not a separate thing; I am the movement that includes this 
and that. 
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Dr. Tema Milstein articulated these experiences in a 2008 article called When Whales Speak For 
Themselves (Environmental Communication: A Journal of Nature and Culture, 2:2, 173-192). 
She interviewed whale watch captains, naturalists and passengers over the course of four years 
and questioned them about their experience of encountering whales. One of the captains she 
interviewed said, 

The whole world makes sense for a moment, seeing these whales. A lot of people would 
call it a religious experience, but it is more than that. All the puzzle pieces fit together. 
And you try to explain it to someone and it's gone—but you never forget it. 

Dr. Milstein herself described it like this, 

While I felt a pressing need to verbally share the experience, I also directly experienced a 
sense of loss after speaking. My words did not do justice to my feelings at the moment. In 
fact, the words I chose encapsulated the moment in partial meaning, situating the whales 
as separate visual objects instead of as connected, as I had felt, in a more expansive and 
meaningful co-presence. 

A young volunteer on one of our trips described it this way: 

Me and that whale were part of each other. We were each other. 

A young woman on another trip repeated, over and over, 

Oh my God, I've found my life! I've found my life! 

Or as I put it in a talk I gave at Antioch University in 2008, 

You and the whale meet in perfect stillness, one movement of life together. 

Clearly something is happening here in the human brain. The essential experience of the whales 
happens outside of conventional categories. It is a holistic experience seemingly dominated by 
right-hemispheric perception. When the left hemisphere steps in to try to describe the experience,  
to reduce it to familiar language categories, the sense of wholeness is lost, a loss that can lead to 
a deep sense of grief. But the whole experience is not just about the human brain. After years of 
encountering whales, I have concluded that the whales themselves are participating in this 
experience in ways I do not understand. They are communicating with us at a non-verbal level. 
They are communicating their sense of the wholeness of the world, breaking through our normal 
sense of fragmentation. 

This experience, this loss of the separate self, can be radically transformative; it changes people’s 
lives; it changes their understanding of who and what they are; it changes how people live. 
Often, people meet a whale and they feel, “this is the truth of my life and I have to spend my life 
helping them in some way.” It seems that we might be moving from "save the whales" to being 
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saved by the whales. It is we who need saving, not because our numbers are declining, but 
because we are sick at heart. 

For a very long time, we humans have believed that we are separate from the natural world. We 
believe we are different. We believe we are better than the other animals in every way. We think 
we are the pinnacle of creation or the end point of evolution. Meeting a whale has a way of 
undoing all of those assumptions. It becomes very obvious, very suddenly, when human meets 
whale, that we are in the presence of another intelligence, another consciousness, at least equal to 
our own. Different, almost incomprehensibly different, but equal, even superior in some ways. 
They seem to embody and communicate wholeness while we wallow in separation. 

It becomes astonishingly obvious, that in essence we are not separate at all. We are utterly 
different and deeply connected at the same time. Nature is intelligent and creative. We humans 
are but one expression of nature’s intelligence and creativity. It only makes sense that what we 
find in ourselves, we will also find in other species and in whole ecosystems, if we are willing to 
take off our human blinders. As Martin Luther King Jr. said in his 1967 Christmas Sermon on 
Peace: 

It really boils down to this: that all life is interrelated. We are all caught in an inescapable 
network of mutuality, tied into a single garment of destiny. Whatever affects one directly, 
affects all indirectly. We are made to live together because of the interrelated structure of 
reality… This is the way our universe is structured… We aren't going to have peace on 
Earth until we recognize this basic fact of the interrelated structure of reality. 

It’s not only the whales, of course. I have had that realization of essential wholeness with whales, 
but I’ve had it in other places that had nothing to do with whales. I experienced it in Nicaragua in 
1986 in the presence of a girl who had been torn apart by shrapnel from a U.S. land mine. I’ve 
had that experience through meditation. I've had that experience listening to a forest or ocean 
soundscape, where the sense of being separate falls away, and the sense of the whole movement 
of life comes to the fore. I have experienced that wholeness among the stones in a small ocean 
cove. I know people who have had that experience meeting a wolf, or a squirrel, or a flower, or 
an oak tree or seeing a blade of grass moving in the wind. We are all joined in an inescapable 
network of mutuality. All of us. Every human, every whale, every tree, every blade of grass, 
every photon of light. We belong to each other. We are each other. 

When a blue whale sings his low, extremely loud song, the warm layer of water above him and 
the dense layer of water below him bend the sound as it moves, creating a kind of sound pipe 
through which his song can travel thousands of miles. The blue whale sings the way he does 
because of the properties of the world he lives in. His song would not make sense in a different 
environment. The character of the ocean shapes the whale just as the presence of whale shapes 
the character of the ocean. Fundamentally, the whale is the ocean and the ocean is the whale. The 
one cannot be what it is without the other also being what it is. Whales are not oceans, but 
whales and oceans are inseparable. Hearts are not lungs and lungs are not trees or phytoplankton, 
but hearts and lungs and trees and phytoplankton are inseparable (phytoplankton account for half 
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of the oxygen being produced by living organisms). Humans are not forests, but humans and 
forests are inseparable. Nothing exists in isolation, including us. The human body, the human 
spirit, the human soul, the human mind, human consciousness, all of the things that we like to 
think of as somehow separable from everything else, are what they are because the world is what 
the world is. The line from one particular blue whale to my particular life is not clear, but take 
away the blue whale, or as seems most likely in my lifetime, the North Atlantic right whale, and 
my life is diminished as well. Without right whales in the world, we cannot be what we are. 

If we truly begin to see that we and the natural world are in no way separate, that we are 
members together of a single movement of life, perhaps we will then also live very differently. 
Perhaps we will abandon our illusion of separation. Perhaps we will end our long alienation from 
non-human beings. Perhaps we will live as if life matters, every individual life, every 
incomprehensibly different life, and the whole movement of life, everything, together. 


